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Título: La evaluación de candidatos en un proceso de selección de perso-
nal: Preferencia por la experiencia sobre el potencial en contextos desfavo-
rables. 
Resumen: La presente investigación tiene como objetivo averiguar cómo 
se responde a distintos perfiles en la evaluación de candidatos de selección 
en función de contexto organizacional. Para ello, se realizó un experimento 
con una muestra de participantes formados en selección de personal. En 
primer lugar, los participantes recibieron un informe describiendo el con-
texto de una organización como favorable o desfavorable. A continuación, 
los participantes recibieron información sobre el candidato que fue descri-
to en términos de su alta experiencia previa o de su alto potencial como 
profesional. Despues de recibir información sobre la organización y el per-
fil, todos los participantes evaluaron al candidato. Se esperaba una mayor 
preferencia por la experiencia que por el potencial especialmente en situa-
cioenes negativas. En linea con la hipótesis, los resultados mostraron que 
en condiciones de contexto organizacional desfavorable, las actitudes hacia 
el candidato fueron más favorables cuando éste fue presentado en térmi-
nos de su alta experiencia (vs. su alto potencial). En condiciones de contex-
to organizacional favorable, las actitudes hacia el candidato no variaron en 
función de si su perfil destacaba la experiencia o el potencial. 
Palabras clave: incertidumbre, potencial, experiencia, selección, actitudes. 
  Abstract: The present research´s main goal is to examine the evaluation of 
a job candidate as a function of his profile and the context of the 
organization. An experiment was conducted with a sample of participants 
trained in personnel selection. Participants first received a message 
describing that the future of a given organization was favorable or 
unfavorable. Then, all participants were asked to read the information 
about a potential job candidate for such organization. The candidate was 
described in terms of his previous experience or in terms of his potential 
as a professional. After receiving the information about the organization 
and the profile, all participants were asked to evaluate the job candidate. 
We expected that there would be a higher preference for experience 
relative to potential, particularly when the context was unfavorable. As 
predicted, results showed that under unfavorable contextual conditions, 
attitudes towards the candidate were more favorable when the job 
candidate was portrayed in terms of experience (vs potential). Under 
favorable contextual conditions, attitudes towards the candidate did not 
vary as a function of his profile. 
Keywords: uncertainty, potential, experience, selection, attitudes. 
 
Responses to uncertainty 
 
People respond to unfavorable situations in ways that differ 
from how they do in favorable ones.. In general, in 
unfavorable situations, people tend to seek security (Nash, 
Mcgregor, & Prentice, 2011).The scientific literature, both in 
social psychology and in organizational psychology, proposes 
several theoretical models that predict how people seek to 
compensate different forms of contextual uncertainty by 
looking for certainties (Erdogan, Kraimer, & Liden, 2004; 
Hart, 2014; Heine, Proulx, & Vohs, 2006; Jonas et al., 2014; 
Kay, Whitson, Gaucher, & Galinsky, 2009; Martin, 1999; 
Mcgregor, Zanna, Holmes & Spencer, 2001; Proulx, 2012; 
Van den Bos & Lind, 2002). For example, in group contexts, 
Hogg (2012) argues that individuals tend to reduce their 
feelings of uncertainty or negativity by identifying with 
groups whose positions are extreme and that offer simple 
solutions and a sense of security. Identification with these 
types of groups allows individuals to define their identity and 
guides the way they think and behave. This research 
evaluates this type of strategy (security search in unfavorable 
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situations) in a personnel selection context rather than in a 
context of group affiliation. 
 
Uncertainty in organizations 
 
In the field of organizations and the human resources 
management is also relevant to know how to deal with issues 
related to uncertain or unfavorable situations. On the one 
hand, organizations and the context in which they operate 
change constantly, distributing along a continuum. The peri-
ods of economic growth or stability can lead to instability 
and unfavorable perspectives (as happens with economic cri-
ses). On the other hand, candidates to join  these organiza-
tions also can possess attributes that may be in different 
points of a continuum of changes, with profiles ranging from 
obtained achievements, to profiles focused on possible and 
potential future accomplishments.  
 
The profile of personnel selection candidates 
 
In general, most individuals would rather have certainties 
over uncertainties (e.g., Kahneman & Tversky, 1979; 
Kruglanski, 1989). For example, consumer behavior research 
has revealed that people are willing to buy and pay more 
money when they feel certain about products than when they 
feel uncertain about them (E.g., Thomas & Menon, 2007; 
Wan, Rucker, Tormala, & Clarkson, 2010). In the field of at-
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titudes, research also reveals that certainty is seen as a cata-
lyst that transforms attitudes into behavior – for example, it 
is more likely that favorable attitudes towards a politician 
held with certainty predict voting in favor of such candidate 
(Rucker, Tormala, Petty, & Briñol, 2014). In this paper, it is 
proposed that candidates who offer greater security are pre-
ferred over those associated with doubts, especially in con-
texts in which the need for security is greater. 
 
The favorability of the organizational context 
 
In the organizational field, one key element of the con-
text is the economic situation. Almost any factor related to 
the context that surrounds an organization can be under-
stood in favorable or unfavorable terms (e.g., sector to which 
it belongs, level of competence, number of competitors, 
economic situation, availability of supplies; Duncan, 1972; 
Gertsen, Søderberg, & Torp, 1998). Among all these factors, 
crisis and economic losses, unemployment or financial un-
certainty are often evaluated as less favorable (Barnett & 
Pratt, 2000; Gärling, Kirchler Lewis & Go Raaij, 2009; Nel-
son & Katzenstein, 2014). In this paper it is suggested that 
these negative and uncertain contexts will stimulate prefer-
ence for options that are safe, including preference for can-
didates of whom there is no or little doubt.  
 
The interaction between the organizational context 
and the candidate's profile 
 
The present research examines the extent to which the 
evaluation of a candidate in a personnel selection context 
varies depending on the favorability of the organizational 
context as well as the candidate´s profile. For this purpose, 
an experiment was carried out in which different participants 
with postgraduate training in personnel selection received in-
formation about the organizational context. Specifically, the 
context was described in terms of economic security (favor-
able) or in terms of economic crisis (unfavorable). On the 
other hand, the candidate was presented either with high ex-
perience or with high potential. After receiving background 
and profile information, all participants were asked to evalu-
ate the candidate. As described below, the a priori hypothesis 
was that under unfavorable organizational conditions, partic-
ipants would show a preference for the candidate who offers 
greater certainty, in this case, the one with experience vs. po-
tential.  
 
Objectives and hypothesis 
 
As noted, the current research is framed within an exper-
imental paradigm of personnel selection in which partici-
pants evaluate a candidate whose description is based in 
terms of experience vs. potential. The goal is to examine the 
extent to which evaluators show a greater preference for ex-
perience vs. potential of the candidate depending on the fa-
vorability of the context (favorable vs. unfavourable). We ex-
pect an interaction between the two independent variables 
(context and profile of the candidate) such that when the 
context is unfavorable the experienced candidate is preferred 






One hundred twenty-three participants with training in 
personnel selection working for Human Resources in differ-
ent professional companies (55.3% women; Age M = 24.99, 
SD = 2.46) participated anonymously and voluntarily in this 
investigation. At the time of the study, participants had com-
pleted their formative stage of the postgraduate training. . 
Eight participants did not answer all the variables and there-
fore were excluded from the analyses, leaving a final sample 
of one hundred and fifteen participants (54.8% women; Age 
M = 25.03, SD = 2.52). The sample was collected mainly fol-




A 2 × 2 between-subject factorial design was used, con-
sisting of a first independent variable (Organizational con-
text: "Unfavorable organizational context" vs. "Favorable organiza-
tional context") and a second independent variable (description 
of the candidate: "High experience" vs. "High potential") that 
were manipulated experimentally. Participants were random-
ly assigned to these four experimental conditions. The de-




All participants were informed that they were going to-
take part in a research designed to examine decision making 
processes in personnel selection. Participants completed a 
Qualtrics questionnaire with an estimated time for comple-
tion of less than five minutes, although it was specified that 
they could spend as long as they considered necessary. This 
questionnaire was presented with an introduction in which 
their participation was thanked and participants´ informed 
consent was requested, indicating that their data would be 
treated in a completely anonymous and confidential way. 
Once this introductory information was received, partici-
pants were randomly assigned to one of the four possible 
experimental conditions. First, they were asked to read a 
brief text reflecting the context in which a fictitious organiza-
tion found itself (favorable or unfavorable organizational 
context condition). After receiving information about the or-
ganization, a text was presented with the description of a 
candidate who was applying for a management position with 
high responsibility in that organization. The candidate was 
described in terms of high experience vs. potential, depend-
ing on the experimental condition. Then, all participants 
evaluated the candidate reporting their attitudes and hiring 
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intentions to join the organization. These measures served to 
create a composite evaluation index of the candidate that was 
used as the dependent variable. Socio-demographic variables 
(gender and age) and previous experience (months worked 
until the time of study) were also recorded. Lastly, all partici-
pants were informed of what the main objectives of the 
study were, also offering them the possibility of expanding 
the information in relation to it. Therefore, participants were 
duly informed of all the conditions, measures, and a priori 
hypothesis. 
 
Independent variables  
 
Organizational context: Participants were randomly assigned 
to one of the two conditions of this independent variable. 
Specifically, participants read a brief text about the difficult 
economic situation of an organization and the scarce devel-
opment opportunities and promotion of its employees (un-
favorable organizational context) or about its economic 
prosperity and the prospects of growth of the employees (fa-
vorable organizational context). The message that was pre-
sented to participants only varied in certain keywords be-
tween the two conditions. In particular, the text of the favor-
able (vs. unfavorable) organizational context condition says: 
"Another year, the results reflect the growth (vs. weakening) in 
the organization, with an increase (vs. decrease) of turnover 
and number of sales and a decrease (vs. growth) of competi-
tors. Employees enjoy excellent (vs. doubtful) prospects for 
the future.” 
Candidate description: Participants were randomly assigned 
to one of the two experimental conditions of this independ-
ent variable. In particular, participants were presented with a 
description of a candidate who was supposedly involved in a 
selection process to join the formerly described organization 
in a management position with high responsibility. Depend-
ing on the experimental condition, the candidate was de-
scribed in terms of his high "experience" or his high “poten-
tial”. The text that was presented to the participants only var-
ied in certain keywords. The following is an excerpt from 
such text: "Luis is a candidate with great experience (vs. po-
tential) in the field of human resources. His talent has provid-
ed (vs. can provide) critical value in any organization. All the 
people who have worked with him are certain that he has 
become (vs. can become) one of the most outstanding profes-




Attitudes towards the candidate: participants were asked to 
respond to three 10-point Likert-scale items of attitudes. The 
items presented were the following: "From 1 to 10, indicate 
to what extent: 1st. Do you consider the candidate to be a competent 
professional (1 = not at all competent; 10 = fully competent); 2nd. 
You'd hire him for the job. (1 = not at all; 10 = totally); 3rd. You 
think he is a good person, 1 = not at all; 10 = totally).”The items 
presented a high internal consistency (α =. 71), thus averaged 
to create a composite index. This index is a combination of 
indicators of behavioral attitudes and intentions, which are 
the best verbal predictors of overt behavior (e.g., Fishbein & 
Ajzen, 1975). Higher score in this index indicates more fa-
vorable evaluations of the candidate. 
In order to verify the predictive validity of our attitude 
measurement, a pilot Study was carried out in which thirty-
seven students who participated voluntarily read an excerpt 
from a candidate's interview, in addition to his curriculum. In 
the interview excerpt, participants read the candidate's re-
sponses about his motivation for the job and his ability to 
perform satisfactorily. Participants also read the candidate's 
resume. Later, participants completed the same three 
measures of attitudes included in the main study.  
The items showed a high internal consistency (α =. 78). 
Participants then had the option of signing a document that 
supported the recruitment of the candidate´s profile they had 
just read. This measure served as a behavioral indicator re-
garding the candidate. As expected, results showed a signifi-
cant correlation between the measures of attitudes and the 
signature of that document, r (36) =. 475, p = .001. In addi-
tion, an ANOVA was conducted including the dichotomous 
measurement of the document signature as a factor and the 
attitude index as a dependent variable. Results revealed a 
significant main effect of the dichotomous measurement of 
the document signature (F (1, 35) = 10.20, p =. 003, 2 =. 
22). That is, participants in this pilot study who signed the 
document supporting the recruitment of the candidate had 
significantly more favorable attitudes (M = 7.16, SD = .71) 
than those who did not sign it (M = 6.11, SD =. 86). 
Professional Experience: Participants responded to the fol-
lowing question about their level of professional experience 
in personnel selection: "Please indicate the number of 
months of total experience in personnel selection." The an-
swer format to this question was open, and it was operation-
alized as the number of months in order to analyze this data.  





Attitudes towards the candidate: The dependent variable was 
submitted to an analysis of variance (ANOVA) 2 (Organiza-
tional Context: Favorable vs. Unfavorable) X 2 (Candidate´s 
Profile: Experience vs. Potential). The ANOVA did not yield 
significant main effects or the Organizational Context or the 
Candidate´s Profile variable (F (1, 111) < 3.19, p >. 07, 2 < 
.028). However, the analysis revealed a significant two-way 
interaction (F (1, 111) = 7.716, p =. 006, 2 = .065). As il-
lustrated in Figure 1, in the unfavorable context condition, 
participants who read the description of the candidate based 
on his experience showed significantly more favorable atti-
tudes (M = 7.42; SD = 1.05) relative to those who read the 
description of the candidate based on his potential (M = 
6.42; SD = 0.97), F (1, 111) = 10.73, p =. 001, 2 =. 088. In 
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contrast, in the favorable organizational context condition, 
the candidate's evaluation did not significantly varied be-
tween those participants who read the description of the 
candidate based on his experience (M = 6.58; SD = 1.67) 
and those who read description of the candidate based on his 
potential (M = 6.79; SD = 0.81), F (1, 111) = 0.476, p =. 49, 
2 = .004. 
 
 
Figure 1. Attitudes towards the candidate as a function of organizational context and profile of the candidate. 
 
In other words, in the experience-based profile condi-
tion, attitudes were significantly more favorable in the unfa-
vorable organizational context condition (M = 7.42; SD = 
1.05) relative to the favorable organization context condition 
(M = 6.58; SD = 1.67), F (1, 111) = 8.045, p =. 005, 2 = 
.068. By contrast, among those participants who were as-
signed to read the description of the candidate based on his 
potential, those who were assigned to the unfavorable organ-
izational context condition did not show significant differ-
ences in their attitudes (M = 6.42; SD = 0.97) compared to 
those who were assigned to the favorable organizational con-
text condition (M = 6.79; SD = 0.81), F (1, 111) = 1.333, p = 
.25, 2 = .012.  
Previous professional experience: Previous professional 
experience in personnel selection was recorded for all 
participants, with an average time of less than a year (M = 
9.02 months, SD = 14.71). As expected, total months of 
previous experience did not vary as a function of the 
experimental design. However, we controlled for the effect 
regarding the analysis previously described. Specifically, 
when the total months of previous experience was included 
as an additional predictor in the analysis (together with the 
two independent variables), no significant interactions were 
found, B =-0.60, t (101) = -1.64, p =. 10, 95% CI: -1.3403, 
0.1252, nor did it affect to the significance of the key 
interaction in this study. 
Ancillary measures. The sample was composed of a 55.3% 
women with an average age of 24.99 years old (SD = 2.46). 
The same aforementioned procedure was followed to exam-
ine the impact of gender and age on the dependent measure. 
In other words, these two variables were included as addi-
tional predictors in the analyses. Again, none of these varia-
bles altered the significance obtained for the key two-way in-
teraction between organizational context and candidate´s 





Results of this research are consistent with our initial predic-
tions. In particular, under an unfavorable organizational con-
text, recruiters assessed more positively the candidate with 
previous experience than the candidate with future potential. 
This preference for experience over potential appeared only 
under unfavorable organizational context conditions. How-
ever, under favorable organizational context conditions, this 
relationship was not found.  
There would be several interpretations of the results 
found that would make predictions similar to our hypothe-
ses. On the one hand, under unfavorable organizational con-
text conditions people tend to look for certainty and a can-
didate with high experience might be considered a safer op-
tion than a candidate with high potential (Baumeister & 
Jones, 1978; Briñol & Petty, 2009; Erdogan, Kraimer, & Li-
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den, 2004; Hogg, Meehan, & Farquharson, 2010; McGregor 
& Marigold, 2003). On the other hand, it could be that under 
unfavorable organizational context conditions the recruiters 
would have paid more attention to the characteristics of the 
candidates and considered that the previous experience con-
stitutes a stronger merit than the promise of future potential, 
which could be seen as a relatively less strong argument. This 
interpretation is consistent with previous research in attitude 
change that shows that under unfavorable conditions people 
process information more carefully relative to favorable 
conditions (Briñol, Petty, & Wheeler, 2006; Johnson, Petty, 
Briñol, & See, 2017; for a recent review in Spanish on emo-
tions and processing, see Briñol, Stavraki, Horcajo, & 
Gandarillas, 2016). 
Future research will discriminate between these two pos-
sible interpretations. For example, if our results show that 
the more unfavorable the context is, the greater the tendency 
of individuals to seek certainties through achievement or ex-
perience, one would expect that the effect obtained would be 
greater for people with low tolerance to uncertainty (Sorren-
tino & Short, 1986; Kupor et al., 2014) or in a context of 
high need for cognitive closure (Webster & Kruglanski, 
1994; Horcajo, Gandarillas, Díaz, & Briñol, 2011). On the 
other hand, if the unfavorable context increased the effect of 
the type of candidate through a processing mechanism then 
the effect could be expected to be greater for intermediate 
processing conditions (Briñol, Petty, Valle, Rucker, & Becer-
ra, 2007; Tiedens, & Linton, 2001) and for candidates with 
greater differences among themselves (Briñol, Petty, & Stav-
raki, 2012, Horcajo, See, Briñol, & Petty, 2008). Depending 
on the type of moderator of the effect, it will be possible to 
specify with more precision the type of psychological mech-
anism by which the unfavorable context was associated with 
a greater discrimination between experience and potential. 
Future research can also benefit from identifying possible 
differences between the favorable and unfavorable condi-
tions studied in this research and other sources of doubt that 
have also been shown to increase the elaboration and pro-
cessing of candidate characteristics, such as ambivalence, 
violation of expectations, surprise, threat and lack of power 
(Briñol & Petty, 2009). In addition, future research should 
evaluate to what extent the contextual conditions studied in 
the present study would be associated with the discrimina-
tion of other characteristics of the candidates beyond differ-
ences between experience and potential, such as differences 
between curricula with many vs. few merits, differences be-
tween real vs. fictitious characteristics, and differences be-
tween honest candidates vs. liars (Briñol, Petty, & Stavraki, 
2012; Eisenkraft, Elfenbein, & Kopelman, 2017; Ko, Sadler, 
& Galinsky, 2015; Young, 2017). Moreover, additional de-
pendent measures on attitudes towards the candidate and 
manipulation checks that would allow us to determine the 
extent to which manipulations can be associated with feel-
ings of favorability (vs. unfavorability) or certainty (vs. uncer-
tainty) could be included. The reason that these manipulation 
checks were not included is that if these items are presented 
too early in the procedure (e.g., before the main dependent 
variables), this could make the participants semantically 
prime with the concepts we want to manipulate, causing a 
bias in the results. On the other hand, if the manipulation 
checks are presented later in the procedure (e.g., after the 
dependent variables), this could dissipate the effects that the 
manipulations have on the sensations generated. 
Furthermore, there are potential applications of the cur-
rent research. On the one hand, the results obtained suggest 
that the evaluations of technicians, consultants and those re-
sponsible for recruitment are influenced by the organization-
al context under which they are at the time of the formation 
of their judgments. To the extent that the favorability of the 
context is perceived as a bias when evaluating candidates, it 
would be important to train the recruiters for correcting their 
bias (for another example of bias in personnel selection, see 
Horcajo, Brinol, & Becerra, 2009). On the other hand, from 
the point of view of the possible candidates to the labor 
market, the results obtained suggest that it might be more ef-
fective to highlight the experience (instead of the potential) 
especially when candidates participate in recruitment pro-
cesses for organizations that are operating under unfavorable 
contexts. 
Finally, there are several limitations in the present re-
search. On the one hand, despite showing an effect of pref-
erence for experience over potential under unfavorable con-
ditions, this research does not provide empirical evidence on 
the process responsible for this effect (i.e., mediators of the 
effect) or the conditions upon which it is more or less likely 
to obtain this effect (i.e., moderators of the effect). The pre-
sent research also does not offer evidence on the capacity to 
generalize the results to other populations, organizations and 
professional contexts. It is possible that different results may 
be found in other environments. For example, recent studies 
suggest that a person's potential may have a special value 
compared to experience and achievement in some circum-
stances. Tormala, Jia, and Norton (2012) showed that indi-
viduals prefer "potential" over "achievement" when evaluat-
ing other people in an experimental paradigm in which no in-
formation was provided about the favorability of the organi-
zational context (for other examples of this possibility, see 
Kupor, Tormala, & Norton, 2014; , Maheswaran & Chaiken, 
1991; Poehlman & Newman, 2014Tiedens & Linton, 2001; 
Wilson, Centerbar, Kermer, & Gilbert, 2005). The results of 
these investigations suggest that, in contrast to the extensive 
literature that shows that individuals tend to seek certainty, 
as was indeed the case in the present study when the organi-
zational context was unfavorable, the opposite is also possi-
ble if circumstances vary. 
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